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This is a ground-breaking publication. Originating in a conference held in Athens 
in 2015, it brings together papers by nineteen specialists in various aspects of Greek 
culture, and, in the absence of anything resembling an English-language general 
history of Greek music, and given the general inaccessibility of publications dealing 
with these topics outside Greece, will be of fundamental importance to anyone with 
more than a passing interest in them.
There are three sections to the book; the first deals with the ancient Greek and 
Byzantine legacies; the second with the creation of a “national music”, and the third 
with the intersections between music, poetry and drama. The first section begins 
with a survey by Christophe Corbier of the way the idea of ancient Greek music was 
received in the 19th century and the role this played in the creation of a national iden-
tity, and is followed by an examination by Alexander Lingas of the way Byzantine 
chant was viewed during the same period, and specifically the quest to situate it as 
part of the continuity of Greek musical tradition. Katy Romanou’s chapter functions 
neatly as a kind of third panel in a trilogy, discussing the way in which Greek musical 
history has been invented by non-Greeks from the 18th century onwards, and conclu-
ding with a detailed discussion of the way in which Greece has taken on the job for 
itself, in the context of a country as an active member of a global community. Kostas 
Kardamis contributes a fascinating examination of the role music (specifically of the 
military, ceremonial kind) played in the construction of the new Greek identity, in 
which we meet Dionysios Solomos for the first, but by no means the last, time in the 
book, and in which the author makes clear the continuing role today of the ideolo-
gical agenda behind such cultural manifestations. This first section ends with a kind of 
status report on the continuing investigation into the archives of the Athens Conser-
vatoire, with the all the implications this has in particular for the history of Greek 
performers, not least Maria Callas.
The second section, “’National Music’: Kalomiris, Skalkottas and beyond”, 
contains six chapters dealing with the various attempts at the realization of that “nati-
onal music” from the time of Greece’s independence as a country. Pano Vlagopoulos 
contributes an extremely valuable discussion of the whole question of the harmo-
nization of folksongs, concluding that, “before one dismisses harmonisation as a 
fin-de-siècle practice belonging to the infancy of ethnomusicology, one should use 
it as an indicator of the forgotten, but no less revealing, ideas, anxieties and menta-
lities of the people involved at the time” (p. 126). This kind of contextualization is 
indeed one of the triumphs of this book, and is a model approach for anyone dealing 
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with “peripheral” musical cultures. Petridis is the subject of the chapter by Nikos 
Maliaras, and one can only wish that it were longer. While the composer’s trenchant 
views on Kalomiris and Samaras are discussed, they are placed in perspective, and the 
nuances of his opinions of different approaches to the question of a national music, as 
well as his eccentric approach to Byzantine chant, are deftly brought out. Kalomiris 
himself is the subject of the chapter “The last defender”, by Ioannis Tsagkarakis, and 
in particular his opera Constantine Palaiologos. Tsagkarakis does a fine job of situa-
ting a composer still apt to raise hackles within the struggle for “the idea of Greek 
music,” and Eva Mantzourani does something similar for Skalkottas. Though certainly 
a detailed discussion, it also functions as a very good introduction to the composer’s 
work, similarly placing it in context – as she notes, “…if Skalkottas is a Greek national 
icon, it is not because of any narrow, nationalist ideology, but because of his original 
treatment of diverse musical sources and elements.” Katerina Levidou’s discussion of 
the 36 Greek Dances by the same composer is a case study that continues this line of 
thought, concentrating on a single work, his most popular, in a quest to place Skal-
kottas the modernist in the frame of the elusive formation of a national identity. Skal-
kottas is also the subject of the chapter by Petros Vouvaris, which discusses parallels 
between his life and work and those of Chr. Esperas (pen name of Chrysos Elvopidis), 
sixteen of whose poems the composer set to music.
Part III, “Music and Language”, begins with a fascinating chapter by Peter 
Mackridge, entitled “You used to sing all my songs”, in which the author traces the 
complex interrelationships between language and song from the age of Solomos (from 
whom the title comes) to that of Seferis. It is a revelation, I think, precisely because it 
comes from an essentially literary, rather than musical, perspective, though it is clear 
that the author is more than familiar with Greek musical tradition(s). It is followed 
by an examination by Polina Tambakaki of the Prologomena of Iakovos Polylas, from 
which she expands into a discussion not only of the reception of Solomos and his 
poetic voice, but the complex web of connections with Mantzaros and the question 
of the meaning of the word “music” itself during this period. Effie Rentzou contri-
butes a chapter on Gatsos and surrealism, centring her discussion on the song The 
Drunken Boat (Το μεθισμένο καράβι), for which Hadjidakis composed the music, and 
which Rentzou describes as “an apostrophe to the French poet Arthur Rimbaud,” 
referring overtly as it does to the latter’s poem Le bateau ivre (p. 257.).
Anastasia Siopsi writes about the role of music in productions of ancient Greek 
plays: the work of Eva Palmer-Sikelianos is naturally discussed, but much of the mate-
rial presented here will be unfamiliar; though Siopsi has written about this topic 
elsewhere, and particularly in the context of Wagner reception, this text is a useful 
concise analysis of the way Greek composers undertook the task of providing music 
for ancient drama and the way this interacted with the question of national iden-
tity. The theme is continued in Kostas Chardas’s chapter, in which he discussed the 
approaches of such composers as Christou and Xenakis.
Unusually, the volume concludes with two reflections on its contents, both very 
thought-provoking: Jim Samson provides a typically wide-ranging contextualization 
of the music, literature and ideas discussed, not only pan-Balkan, but in fact pan-Euro-
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pean, and the composer George Coroupos contributes a highly personal reflection on 
the ways in which Greek composers (including himself) have dealt with the question 
of setting their own language, in the form of poetry, to music. An original epilogue to 
a remarkable collection of essays.
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